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 THE ISSUE:  
 
JUVENILE JUSTICE AND FAIR TRIALS

Thousands of children and young people in Belarus are serving lengthy prison sentences after being 
convicted— often in unfair trials—for minor, non-violent drug-related offences that they committed or allegedly 
committed when they were minors. In cases brought to Amnesty International’s attention, children as young 
as 16 have been sentenced to between eight and ten years’ imprisonment under Article 328 of the Belarusian 
Criminal Code for “illicit trafficking in narcotic and psychotropic substances, their precursors and analogues.” 
Some cases involve children who had worked for anonymous online suppliers, including those unaware that 
they were transporting illicit drugs. In most of the cases Amnesty has analyzed, they were found guilty of 
being “part of a group” or “part of an organized group” although the authorities failed to identify or prosecute 
any other members of “the group.” Other children were found guilty of charges such as trafficking, despite 
the fact that they were found with a negligible amount of drugs or none at all. Still others were targeted for 
non-cooperation with drug enforcement officials trying to use them as secret informers and provocateurs to 
implicate others. 
 
There are consistent allegations of human rights violations, including excessive use of force by law 
enforcement officials at the point of arrest or detention, the use of unsubstantiated or disproportionately harsh 
charges against suspects, violations of their right to a fair trial, failure to inform their legal guardian and lawyer 
following their arrest, arbitrary deprivation of liberty, and discriminatory treatment in prisons of children and 
young people imprisoned on charges under Article 328.  
 

FREEDOM OF ASSOCIATION, PEACEFUL 
ASSEMBLY, AND EXPRESSION

Freedom of expression, peaceful assem-
bly, and association are severely restrict-
ed in law and in practice in Belarus. 
Government critics face harassment 
and other reprisals from the authorities, 
including in administrative and criminal 
proceedings. 

The Law on Mass Media, which en-
tered into force in December 2018, has 
considerably tightened state control over 
online media. The law requires registered 
and unregistered online media outlets to 
register the names of people who submit 
comments, disclose relevant information 
to authorities on request, and make own-
ers of registered online media liable for 
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THE HUMAN COST: 
At 17, Emil Ostrovko had his whole life ahead of him, 
but his dreams were shattered when he was charged with 
‘illicit drug trafficking as part of an organized group’ after 
taking an after-school courier job at a company which, he 
was told, sold legal smoking blends.

Investigators never looked for the owner of the company. 
Only Emil was prosecuted. After an unfair trial, Emil was 
given a lengthy prison sentence.

In the juvenile prison colony, Emil was made to work very 
long hours doing manual labor, and he got frost bite from 
clearing the snow with his bare hands. Emil is believed to 
be one of around 15,000 people serving lengthy prison 
sentences in Belarus for minor, non-violent drug offences. 
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the content of the comments. 

The Law on Mass Events—which entered into force in January 2019—established new procedures and fees 
for organizers of public events, obliging them to pay policing, medical, and clear-up costs. All assemblies 
require prior notification and the authorities’ express permission. Moreover, the notification procedure has been 
extended to specific, previously pre-approved, areas (typically in remote locations). Approval for assemblies in 
other areas is in practice often refused or delayed. Article 23.34 of the Code of Administrative Offences (“vio-
lating the rules of organizing and holding mass events”) is continually used to prevent people from exercising 
their right to peaceful assembly. 

Obstacles to officially registering independent NGOs remain, with registration applications frequently turned 
down on arbitrary grounds.

 RECOMMENDATIONS:  

• As the U.S. moves to deepen relations with Belarus, the White House should press the government 
of Belarus to enter into an annual structured policy dialogue that engages all aspects of the bilateral 
relationship, including human rights and the rule of law. The dialogue should be conducted in Minsk 
and Washington and provide ample opportunities for international and Belarussian civil society to 
communicate with senior policy makers.

• The White House should instruct the State Department’s Bureau of International Narcotics and Law 
Enforcement Affairs (INL) to support drug prevention capacity building programs in Belarus. For example, 
INL can organize a training on drug addiction treatment for a Belarusian delegation consisting of 
ministry officials, healthcare professionals,and civil society representatives. Effective approaches for drug 
treatment, current best practices, and the programs implemented by INL should be discussed. 
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